The excitement which the picture communicates is present in every aspect of its executionfirst, and most notably, in the color. In his painting El Greco, true to his Venetian training, expressed himself primarily by means of color and light. Although he was also an architect and a sculptor, his pictures never show any concern with linear design, internal structure, or threedimensional, sculptural form. In our picture there is no striving for a harmonious arrangement of colors; on the contrary, there is a deliberate dissonance between these almost hard areas of bright blue, red, green, and yellow, standing out against the warm red-brown of the ground coat. This is perhaps the chief source of our shock on first seeing the picture. The only subtle use of
The composition is one of the most original aspects of the picture, defying all traditionally accepted rules, whether classical or baroque. Nothing will give a more striking confirmation of this than to compare our picture with the Diana and Actaeon of Titian, in the Ellesmere collection, which is composed of basically similar elements (Actaeon is also standing on the left and discovering a "vision" of Diana and her six nude companions). There, in spite of much excitement, every part is blended to compose one magnificently balanced whole. Here, there is no balance, no stability anywhere. Everything is in movement, constant, restless, upward-reaching movement, resembling nothing so much as fire.
As we look at it, our eye never pauses. It moves from the giant on the left back to the group of four dancing nudes, then forward again to the two darker figures kneeling closer to us, then back again and up along the outstretched arm of the last figure on the right to the two naked babies with the white raiment. No matter where we start on any figure or on any portion of drapery, our eye is always carried upward. There is only the slightest suggestion of threeDetail of the figure at the extreme right of Saint There are passages where brushstrokes have been applied apparently for the pure delight of putting paint on canvas, as in the dash of white between the feet of the man and woman against the yellow drapery, or beneath the kneeling figure on the right and along the right edge of the canvas. These passages are not intended to define anything recognizable. They are pure paint, and they are deliberately used and count a great deal in the general effect. Indeed, the clouds in this picture and in many of El Greco's other works partake of this quality. They are often pure paint on canvas, put there more for its own beauty than as a representation of clouds in the heavens.
In this picture El Greco has used the whole scale of possibilities of the oil medium, always without apparent effort, but always with deftness and certainty. This is the work of a great virtuoso who knows what he wants to say and is complete master of his means of saying it.
Detail of Saint John's right hand
The details shown on this and the following pages are from Saint John's Vision except where otherwise speciJied. More cogent evidence connecting our picture with the altarpieces for the hospital may be found in two inventories of El Greco's pictures which have come down to us. The first was made in I614, after his death, by his son. It is rather summary. The second, which lists many of the same pictures plus a certain number of additions, some of them possibly pictures by Jorge Manuel himself, was made when the latter signed a contract for his second marriage. It is more detailed, and in many cases the measurements of pictures are given.
These inventories prove that El Greco undertook to paint pictures for the hospital. In the first they are mentioned as "the unfinished pictures for the hospital." In the second they are described in more detail: we find under No. 183 "two pictures begun for the side altars," and under No. 184 "the Baptism for the main altar." These entries make it clear that the subject of one of the pictures was the Baptism. We know this one was ultimately delivered to the hospital, where it can be seen today. Both inventories also Detail of the uppermost baby carrying white raiment list a "Saint John Witnessing the Mysteries of the Apocalypse." However, its dimensions are given as "one bara and a third in height by twothirds in width," approximately forty-four by twenty-two inches. This is much smaller than our picture. In the inventories there are many other small versions of paintings which we know in larger sizes. The existence of these "little pictures" (pequehos) is explained by a passage in The Art of Painting, by the painter Francisco Pacheco, the father-in-law of Velazquez and leader of the Seville Academy. In his account of the visit he made to El Greco in I6II, he says that he was shown a stable in which the master kept small versions of all the paintings he had done during his lifetime. This is clearly evidence that El Greco painted a large Apocalyptic vision, and so it seems quite logical to infer that our picture is to be identified with it and was one of the two unfinished paintings for the side altars.
Several aspects of our picture support this conclusion. First, the description "unfinished" applies perfectly to it. There are large areas in the sky and in the foreground where the redbrown preparation of the canvas has not been covered at all. This is quite unlike the artist's usual style at the end of his life. In his last pictures, such as the Assumption in the church of San Vicente in Toledo, or the Baptism painted for the hospital, although he frequently allows the preparation to appear in spots and play a part in the color scheme, he nevertheless takes great pains to cover every bit of the surface of the canvas with paint. El Greco was obsessed with height-he is quoted as saying that "to be dwarfed is the worst that can happen to any kind of form"-and maintaining a flat, essentially two-dimensional structure of the picture was a vital element in creating the effect of these In recent years many contemporary documents have been found concerning El Greco.
However, they are all connected with contracts
The Annunciation, by El Greco. Height 96 inches Urquijo Collection, Madrid or with lawsuits and give us very little idea of his intimate life. Aside from his close relationship with his son Jorge Manuel, his personal affairs are still a mystery to us. We do not even know if he was married. Of one thing we can be certain: judging by the number of paintings which have come down to us, his days must have been devoted largely to painting. We also know that he was a man who liked to live with his own thoughts, isolated and apart from the people around him. This was already a trait of his character when he went to Rome as a young man; Giulio Clovio, the Croatian miniaturist who was his first protector in the city, mentions it in one of his letters. Clovio went to visit the young El Greco on a spring day when the sun was shining and everyone was strolling in the streets and the gardens of the city to enjoy it. He was astounded, on entering El Greco's studio, to find the curtains so tightly drawn that he could hardly distinguish the objects in the room. El Greco was seated, neither working nor sleeping. He refused to come out with his friend, saying that the light of day would disturb the light shining inside him. His love of solitude must have been accentuated by his expatriate life in Spain. Perhaps the very oriental character of seventeenth-century Toledo reminded him of his youth in the Near East. Federico Zuccaro, the Italian painter, wrote in 1586 that the women of Toledo were veiled when they went out into the streets. El Greco obviously had no desire to be assimilated to the Spaniards. He always stressed the fact that he was a Greek, both by using the word Greco as part of his name and by signing himself in Greek characters. In the sonnets which his poet friends Gongora and Paravicino wrote about him they too called attention to his Greek origin.
Another trait of his character that goes with his desire to stand apart from the crowd is revealed by the fearless and almost arrogant way in which he clung to opinions opposed to those commonly accepted by other painters. We have early evidence of this in the writings of Giulio Cesare Mancini, physician to Pope Urban VIII, who described El Greco's behavior as a young man in Rome. At that time draperies were being painted on some of the nudes in Michelangelo's Last Judgment in the Sistine Chapel because they were considered indecent. El Greco rashly declared that if the whole thing were pulled down he would be able to paint it again with decency and honesty and in a manner which, from the artistic point of view, would be in no way inferior. This is said to have made all the painters and art lovers in Rome so indignant that he was obliged to leave and go to Spain.
Forty years later-about the time he was painting our picture-he had not changed. Pacheco reports his own astonishment at hearing El Greco go against "Aristotle and all the ancients" in stating his belief that painting should not be practiced according to carefully studied rules but empirically, according to the painter's inspiration. He also opposed the accepted beliefs of his colleagues by declaring that in painting color was much more important than drawing; when Pacheco cited Michelangelo as an example of a great man who believed the contrary, El Greco rather scornfully replied that Michelangelo was a worthy man but unfortunately he did not know how to paint. This attitude toward one whom the painters of that time considered almost a god was more shocking than we today can imagine. Pacheco tolerantly concludes by saying that such singular opinions were to be expected from one whose painting was so singular. With El Greco's independent way of thinking went a fierce, unyielding pride and an absolute conviction of the value of his own work. He would never give in when those who had given him commissions tried to lower the price because they undervalued the quality of the finished work; and over and over again, when his colleagues were called in to arbitrate, he was justified. He even went to the length of appealing to the papal court in Rome. Where his work was concerned no price was too high. But, characteristically, when he had won the argument he was capable of a grand gesture, as in the case of his first contract with the Tavera Hospital, which he finally forgave one-third of its debt because of "his admiration for the institution and his friendship for its administrator." This quixotic way of placing friendship before money shows that he had not entirely escaped the influence of the spirit of his adopted country.
His freedom and integrity of character, his scornful disregard for commonly accepted precepts, are reflected in the development of his 255 painting. If we follow this through the work that is securely dated we find that nothing changed him, nothing shook his basic convictions, not even the dreadful disappointment he must have felt at his failure to obtain royal patronage with his great Martyrdom of Saint Mauritius. He continued on his own lonely way, completely unlike that of any other painter in Spain at the time. The characteristics of his style were more and more accentuated toward the end of his life: the figures more elongated, their movements more feverish, the dissonance of the colors more striking, the brushwork freer and more inspired. Pope Innocent X, by Velazquez (i599-i660).
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